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Beers, Holly. A Week in the Life of a Greco-Roman Woman. A Week in the Life
Series 6. Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2019. 176 pp. Softcover.
USD 15.30.
This book is part of the “A Week in the Life Series” by IVP Academic. The
books in this series portray the Greco-Roman world in the first century
through the eyes of fictional protagonists who meet biblical characters during
the narrative of a week in their lives. Each book includes sidebars containing
information portraying the culture of the time, as well as photos illustrating
some of the places and objects mentioned in the accounts.
A Week in the Life of a Greco-Roman Woman is a captivating and engaging book. It is divided into seven chapters with a prologue and an epilogue.
The protagonist—Anthia—is a young woman married to a fisherman. They
already have a little boy and she is pregnant with her second child. Being of
a poor family, Anthia lives together with her extended family in a one-room
apartment at the top of an insula in the city of Ephesus. Beers portrays quite
well the hardships encountered by such families facing daily uncertainties
regarding food and clothing. The author also represents well how oppressive society could be during the Roman Empire for less privileged people,
especially for women like Anthia. The book does a good job illustrating why
the Gospel could be so liberating for the members of that society. The author
explores the events described in the middle of chapter 19 of the book of Acts:
the miracles in connection with Paul’s handkerchief and the burning of magic
books in Ephesus. Beers describes these events in the life of Anthia and the
resulting commotion that such events brought to the city.
This historical story is a good read for a person beginning to get acquainted
with the Greco-Roman world or for someone interested in historical fiction.
It is not for the reader interested in scholarly research about the first century
AD. It does not give bibliographical references or footnotes, but it informs
the reader about the realities of society in that period through the story and
sidebars. It also supplies a three-page list of materials for further reading at
the end of the book. This list contains recent works in this field, but lacks
standard works like Everett Fergusson’s Backgrounds of Early Christianity, 3rd
ed. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2003).
My major concern is with the historical accuracy of this book when the
author separates Christianity from Judaism in the first century before the fall of
Jerusalem (AD 70) and the Bar Kokhba Revolt (AD 135–136). Beers portrays
the first Christians that came from Judaism as disregarding Jewish laws, as if
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Christianity was already something totally different and separate from Judaism
in the first century (which is a popular view anchored in Christian tradition).
This can be seen when she describes Paul working at the tent-making shop
and buying camel hair on the Sabbath (103–105) and when she describes
Dorcas—a wealthy Jewish woman—disregarding Jewish food laws by giving
pork to her slaves (46). While legal continuities and discontinuities are highly
debated among NT theologians, history shows that actual changes in praxis
within Jewish-Christian communities were complex processes spanning several
centuries. Since during the Second Temple period the Sabbath and food laws
remained central pillars of Judaism (see Richard Bauckham, “The Parting of
the Ways: What Happened and Why,” in The Jewish World around the New
Testament [Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2008], 175–192; cf. James Dunn,
The Partings of the Ways, 2nd ed. [London: SCM, 2006]), by depicting Jews
breaking these laws, Beers detaches her characters from their Jewish heritage.
Recent NT and Early Christian studies can shed light on this debate.
James Dunn observes in “The Crucifixion to the End of the First Century,” in
Partings: How Judaism and Christianity Became One (Washington, DC: Biblical
Archaeology Society, 2013), 52, “We certainly cannot speak of the ‘parting of
the ways’ between ‘Christianity’ and ‘(Rabbinic) Judaism’ in the first century
c.e.” For instance, at the end of the fourth century and beginning of the fifth,
there are letters from Jerome to Augustine stating that there was a sect among
the Jews throughout all the synagogues of the East that believed in Christ as
the Son of God, who died and rose again (Daniel Boyarin, The Jewish Gospels:
The Story of the Jewish Christ [New York: The New Press, 2012], 16). For a
thorough discussion and more evidence about the varied waves of separation
between Christianity and Judaism through the centuries, see Oskar Skarsaune
and Reidar Hvalvik, Jewish Believers in Jesus: The Early Centuries (Peabody,
MA: Hendrickson, 2007) and Adam Becker and Annette Reed, The Ways that
Never Parted (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2007).
Beers herself portrays Christianity as being perceived by Gentiles as a
sect within Judaism (28). However, she doesn’t apply this idea consistently
throughout the book. The continuity of the observance of Jewish laws by Paul
is in agreement with the picture portrayed in later passages of the book of
Acts (21:20, 24, 26; 23:6; 24:14; 25:8; 28:23). According to Acts (26:5), Paul
remained a self-entitled Pharisee even during his final trials. Acts 21:27 further
states that Jews from Asia—the region portrayed in Beers’s book—instigated
Paul’s arrest in the temple in Jerusalem, accusing him of trying to profane the
temple, not of breaking the Sabbath (Acts 24:6). If Paul had openly broken the
Sabbath in Ephesus according to Beers’s description, these Asian Jews would
have known about it and accused him of it. Also, when King Agrippa judged
Paul, he found him innocent (Acts 27:31). Since Agrippa was knowledgeable
about Jewish law (Acts 26:3), if Paul had broken the Sabbath, Agrippa would
have accused him of that too.
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More specifically, in the NT, mentions of the Sabbath often revolve
around what is lawful or not to do on it, not whether it is still binding or
not. While Jesus and the disciples are accused of breaking the Sabbath by
their opponents (Matt 12:2; Mark 3:2, 6; Luke 13:14), neither Jesus nor
the disciples are portrayed as annulling the Sabbath. Jesus and his disciples
only challenge their audiences on what is acceptable to do during that day
(Matt 12:1, 3–5; Mark 3:4; Luke 13:15–17; 14:1–6; John 7:21–24; 9:14–16)
and who has authority to determine that acceptable behavior (Matt 12:6–8;
John 5:8–11, 16–18). The Gospels also indicate that Jesus (and at times his
disciples) had the custom of going to synagogue and resting (Mark 1:21; 6:2;
Luke 4:16; 13:10; 23:56) or teaching on the Sabbath (Luke 4:31). Jesus is
also portrayed as resting on the Sabbath in his death (Matt 28:1; John 19:31).
Matthew further portrays Jesus as considering the Sabbath an important law
for the future, after the conclusion of his earthly ministry (Matt 24:20). The
book of Acts, which describes events that took place many years after the
crucifixion of Jesus, also portrays Paul as keeping the Sabbath while attending
synagogue (13:14, 42–44; 18:4) and seeking places for prayer (16:13). Teaching at synagogue on the Sabbath is stated as Paul’s custom as well (17:2). For
a challenging Sabbath text, see Ron du Preez, Judging the Sabbath: Discovering What Can’t Be Found in Colossians 2:16 (Berrien Springs, MI: Andrews
University Press, 2008). Lawrence Geraty lays out a summary of the history of
the Sabbath in the first centuries of Christianity in “From Sabbath to Sunday:
Why and When?” (Partings: How Judaism and Christianity Became One, 266).
In this article, he clarifies that the first reference to Christian Sunday found
in literary sources is in the Epistle of Barnabas, dated to the second century.
According to Geraty, this change occurred because Christians wanted to
differentiate themselves from Jews to escape Hadrian’s persecution.
The book is worth the time and investment for those interested in historical fiction or for those beginning to learn about the Greco-Roman world.
The sidebars are a good source of knowledge. They are all very concise and
informative. The first chapters of the book where the plot is being built were
not very engaging to me. However, after Priscilla and Paul are introduced in
the narrative, I could not put the book down, and when I finished reading, I
was sad that I would no longer spend time with them.
Berrien Springs, Michigan
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